Analysis of recent thymic emigrants with subset- and maturity-related markers.
The thymus plays an integral role in the development and production of T lymphocytes. However, thymocytes differ markedly in their phenotypic characteristics from the T cells normally found in the peripheral lymphoid organs. We have examined the phenotypic characteristics of recent thymic emigrants and compared them with both mature phenotype thymocytes (CD4+ CD8-CD3+ and CD4-CD8+ CD3+) and lymph node T cells. Recent thymic emigrants were defined as those fluorescein-positive cells found in the lymph node up to 16 h after intrathymic injection of fluorescein. Most cells emigrating from the thymus expressed CD3 and either CD4 or CD8, indicating maturity. Recent thymic emigrants, like mature phenotype thymocytes, were slightly larger on average than peripheral T cells, but this differential was lost within 24 h of emigration. Also like mature thymocytes but unlike peripheral T cells, some recent emigrants expressed heat-stable antigen. This did not change within 24 h of emigration. The antigen CD44 (Pgp-1, Ly-24) was expressed on a proportion of mature thymocytes, recent thymic emigrants, and peripheral T cells, and its expression did not show any clear relationship to maturity. The antigen CD45R also did not show marked changes associated with maturity, but our data do not parallel the published data of the expression of CD45R in the human. We conclude that recent thymic emigrants are phenotypically mature with respect to some antigens but not others. None of the antigens we investigated could have been used to uniquely distinguish recent thymic emigrants from peripheral T cells or from mature thymocytes.